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Cleveland Museum of Art Embraces Celebration 
‘Milestone’ Painting by Abstract Expressionism’s Only Female Master, Lee Krasner, 
Strengthens Contemporary Collection 


CLEVELAND (Nov. 11, 2004, 8 p.m. EDT) — The Cleveland Museum of Art (CMA) tonight acquired 
Celebration, a 1960 stellar Abstract Expressionist painting by Lee Krasner (American, 1908-1984), the only 
significant female member of the first generation of Abstract Expressionist painters, alongside Clifford Still 
(American, 1904-1980), Barnett Newman (American, 1905-1970), Willem de Kooning (American, 1904— 
1997), Mark Rothko (American, 1903-1970) and Jackson Pollock (American, 1912-1956). 

The Museum purchased the painting for $ 1.9 million, a record price for a Krasner painting, during an 
auction at Christie’s, New York. It is rare for a painting from this period and of this quality to come to market, 
since most are now in private collections and museums. Paintings by Krasner from the late 1950s and early 
60s are owned by The Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Museum of Modern Art, the Guggenheim, the 
Whitney Museum of American Art, the Art Institute of Chicago, the National Gallery of Art, Washington, 
D.C., Los Angeles County Museum of Art, the Tate Gallery and the National Gallery of Australia, among 
others. 

According to Museum Director Katharine Lee Reid, the acquisition of Celebration “significantly 
strengthens the Museum’s ability to tell the story of the Abstract Expressionist period with a work of art that 
adds depth, scale and visceral energy to this aspect of our contemporary collection.” Reid added, that “the 
acquisition of a work of this caliber squares firmly with the Museum’s mission of providing and preserving the 
very finest works of art, free of charge to everyone.” 

CMA Associate Curator of Contemporary Art Jeffrey Grove added that “this painting is simply 
incomparable, particularly since it is among one of the finest works produced by a first-tier artist of the first 
generation abstract expressionists. Mural size action-paintings of this scale and emotional force are 
exceedingly rare. To acquire one for the collection by a pioneer of her generation is exceptionally thrilling.” 


Celebration measures approximately 7 by 15 feet. 


(more) 
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Deeply influenced by Henri Matisse (French, 1869-1954), Pablo Picasso (Spanish, 1881—1973) and 
Piet Mondrian (Dutch, 1872-1944), Krasner was captured in a confrontational and fruitful dialogue with the 
history of Modernism that achieved a brilliant clarity in the influential, large-scale “action paintings” she 
created between 1957 and 1962. Coined by Harold Rosenberg in a 1952 Art News manifesto, action painting 
centers upon “The act—painting is of the same metaphysical substance as the artist’s existence.... Anything is 
relevant to it. Anything that has to do with action—psychology, philosophy, history, mythology, hero 
worship.” While this enterprise was at that time identified as a singularly male arena, but Lee Krasner 
historically changed that interpretation. 

Krasner attended Washington Irving High School in Manhattan—the only public high school in New 
York where a girl could study art, The Women’s Art School of the Cooper Union, The Art Students League, 
the National Academy of Design and City College. She was employed by the WPA/FAP from 1934-43 and in 
1937 began studies with Hans Hofmann (American, 1880-1966), whose theories of color and form were 
crucial to her development. 

In 1980, Clement Greenberg, perhaps the most influential critic of Abstract Expressionism, wrote that 
“by the late 1930s,” Lee Krasner had “the best eye in the country for the art of painting.” However, it was not 
until 1956—57 that her mature style coalesced with the Earth Green series. Then in 1959, Krasner embarked on 
the Umber and White series, now recognized as among her most important work. Celebration is from this 
group. The Umber and White paintings were dynamic explosions of emotional energy, alternately ferocious 
and lyrical, activated by Krasner’s powerful backhand motion as she interspersed sprays and arcs of pigment 
with drips and nodular markings produced by vigorous thrusting and stabbing with the brush. However, while 
Celebration embraces the archetypes of that group, which were executed primarily in umber, cream and white, 
at night under artificial light, it is also unique among the series, singular for the palette, which is dominated by 
an intense orange, and punctuated with pink, green and purple notes. 

As an interpolation of two separate painting cycles, in which the artist expressed diametrically 
opposite emotions, Celebration stands as a unique statement in Lee Krasner’s oeuvre and a milestone in the 
history of Abstract Expressionism. The painting’s character (and color) derives from its status as a double 
painting: it is an Umber and White canvas painted over a 1957 Earth Green canvas entitled Upstream #2. 
Vibrant, sexually allusive and organic in nature, a lively palette and the plastic interplay of floral/animal forms 
mark those exuberant canvases. Like the outstanding canvases of her peers, Krasner’s action paintings, which 
were always painted in oil, capture the properties of time and liquidity in a quicksilver state defined by human 
gesture. 

The Cleveland Museum of Art is one of America’s leading comprehensive museums. Its permanent 
collection is world renowned for its quality and breadth, spanning 6,000 years. The Museum is a significant 
international forum for exhibitions, scholarship and art acquisitions. For more information on the Museum, its 
holdings, programs, services and events, call 1-888-CMA-0033 or visit www.ClevelandArt.org. 
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